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On June 12, the Colombian House of Representatives exonerated President Ernesto Samper of
charges related to contributions to his presidential campaign from the Colombian drug cartels.
However, the political crisis that has gripped the nation since Samper's election in June 1994 seems
no closer to resolution, despite Congress's eight- month investigation. Near midnight on June 12
nearly two years after the first public accusations surfaced that the Cali cartel had contributed
millions of dollars to Samper's 1994 campaign (see NotiSur, 06/24/94) the House of Representatives
absolved the president of all charges against him.
The charges had included illegal enrichment, cover-up, falsification of documents, and electoral
fraud. The vote by the House of Representatives, which is dominated by members of Samper's
Partido Liberal, saved the embattled president from possible impeachment. The 111 to 43 vote,
which came after a two-week debate, effectively cleared the way for Samper to serve his full fouryear term, which ends in August 1998.
In addition, Samper can never be criminally tried on charges linked to taking Cali cartel drug
money again, even if new evidence emerges. The president initially denied that any money from the
Colombian cartels which control about 80% of the world's lucrative cocaine market had entered his
campaign. However, he later said that some illicit cash may have made its way into his campaign
treasury, but he insisted that it was without his knowledge. Samper's lawyer, Luis Guillermo Nieto
Roa, said that some campaign workers had used Samper's name to raise money from the Cali drug
lords and that a "minimal amount" may have entered the treasury, but he contended that "the
president bears no responsibility for that."
Last Dec. 14, the Accusations Commission of the House found insufficient evidence to proceed with
the investigation against Samper (see NotiSur, 01/05/96). However, on Feb. 14, Colombia's chief
prosecutor, Alfonso Valdivieso, reopened the case and filed criminal charges of illicit enrichment,
fraud, and cover-up against Samper (see NotiSur, 01/26/96 and 03/29/96). In addition to the
investigation of the president, seven Colombian lawmakers have been arrested since last year on
drug-related corruption charges, and many others are under investigation for alleged links to drug
kingpins.
Three of Samper's close aides in the 1994 campaign have been convicted of having accepted
contributions from drug traffickers and are in jail, and three cabinet ministers are also being
investigated on similar charges. In the final days of deliberation in the 165-seat House of
Representatives, one lawmaker from the governing party called Samper a criminal, and said he
deserves the same treatment afforded the drug bosses who allegedly helped bankroll his 1994
election campaign. "He betrayed Colombia and all of us who thought he was the standard bearer of
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justice," Ingrid Betancourt, a Partido Liberal representative from Bogota, said before Congress. "He
could have been the savior of Colombia and he wound up being its Judas. We should offer President
Samper the same thing he offered the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers a fair trial and a safe jail." The
Rodriguez Orejuela brothers, now in jail, are reportedly the bosses of the Cali cartel. Evidence
against Samper included tape-recorded conversations in which the brothers discussed campaign
contributions to the Samper campaign (see NotiSur, 07/29/94 and 08/04/95).
Until the vote was taken, Samper's accusers particularly his campaign treasurer and former defense
minister Fernando Botero, who has been in jail since Aug. 15, 1995 pushed for a guilty verdict (see
NotiSur, 08/25/95). In his weekly newsletter "Desde Mi Celda," Botero published a photo showing
Samper with cartel leaders supposedly taken in 1989 when the president was looking for campaign
funding. However, both the verdict and the reactions were predictable. The ruling had been widely
expected because of the Partido Liberal's iron-clad control over the House and what critics describe
as the lax and possibly criminal way in which the preliminary investigation of Samper was handled
by the congressional investigating panel.
The panel was headed by Heyne Mogollon, who also faces charges related to drug money.
Administration members called the decision "a triumph of truth," and said they were pleased by
the legal confirmation of Samper's "innocence." Meanwhile, the opposition called the decision a
"farce," and repeated its call for Samper's resignation. Prosecutor Valdivieso issued a statement that
said the case against Samper was "serious and solid," and he said that the numerous other criminal
prosecutions against public officials will proceed. The vote was hailed by Samper's lawyer, who
called it a "landmark in Colombia's legal history," and proof that its "democratic institutions can
function" even in the midst of the country's worst political crisis in decades. "It should satisfy all
Colombians," Nieto said. "The president has been morally, legally, and politically empowered to
begin a process of recovery that is sure to lead to the government's success in the months ahead."
Samper also praised the decision. "All Colombians, including my own children, can sleep easily
knowing that they have an honest president," Samper said. "The facts about my conduct have been
completely investigated and cleared up." Samper also said that his resignation would not have
solved Colombia's problems. "If I had been convinced that my resignation as head of state would
have resolved all the problems that we are undergoing and that it would have ensured reconciliation
among all Colombians, I assure you I would have resigned," said Samper. Meanwhile, Samper's
opponents were quick to denounce the decision. "The drug traffickers, who began buying race
horses, ended up buying the president of the country," said Samper's Partido Conservador rival in
the 1994 presidential race, Andres Pastrana.
Pastrana, son of the former president Misal Pastrana Borrero (1970-1974), said exonerating Samper
of all criminal and political responsibility in the drug scandal "dishonors the Congress of the
Republic." Meanwhile, in Washington, DC, Mark Tiessen, aide to ultra-conservative Sen. Jesse
Helms (R-SC), said, "Apparently President Samper is not the only one who can be bought in
Colombia." Helms, head of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, is one of Samper's strongest
critics in the US Congress and is now pushing for stronger sanctions. The congressional decision
has far-reaching effects because it ends, once and for all, any legal liability of the president for any
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drug money that entered his election campaign. However, it does nothing to avert a confrontation
between the president and those who demand that he step down. "I see a growing process of
radicalization, which is worse than the polarization that we have been in until now," said political
analyst and former cabinet minister Fernando Cepeda. Agreeing with him is Rodrigo Posada,
who says the decision gives Samper a lot of room to maneuver, but only if he decides to resign.
Posada said that it is difficult to imagine that the opposition will accept anything less than Samper's
resignation.
Those calling for the president to step down include a wide sector of the political community
and an influential sector of the business community. When it became clear that the House would
absolve Samper, the opposition rallied to push for the president's resignation. More than 4,000
business leaders met in Bogota days before the decision and demanded that Samper step down.
Nevertheless, many expect the cry for Samper to leave office to die down now as public attention
shifts to other issues.
In addition, an important factor in the equation is Samper's vice president, Humberto de la Calle,
who, according to the Constitution, would take over if the president were to resign. Relations
between De la Calle, who is also the ambassador to Spain, and Samper are very strained and some
analysts say that Samper would never agree to a solution that turned power over to de la Calle. De
La Calle refused to sign a letter of support sent to Samper from Colombia's European ambassadors
following the decision. While the clamor for Samper to resign may subside, less likely to go away
is the US threat to impose sanctions. The possibility of sanctions follows the decertification of
Colombia by President Bill Clinton's administration last March for failure to cooperate adequately
with US efforts to combat drug trafficking (see NotiSur, 03/08/96).
According to US State Department spokesperson Nicholas Burns, Bogota has "about two months" to
convince the US that it will be more serious, more efficient, and more committed about combatting
drug trafficking. "We haven't made any decisions on [sanctions]," Burns said on June 13. "There are
options available to us to express our keen displeasure with the very sorry state of counternarcotics
cooperation between the US and Colombia." And Barry McCaffrey, Clinton's new appointee to
manage the US war on drugs, expressed "enormous disappointment" in the Colombian legislature.
"There will be a definite reaction to this ongoing problem," he said. "The vote did not resolve
the crisis of confidence that either the Colombian people or the US government have for this
fundamental threat to democracy in Colombia."
According to the Miami Herald, the possible sanctions against Colombia under consideration
include lifting preferential tariffs on Colombian exports to the US; revoking US visas of more
government officials and business people implicated in trafficking; canceling landing rights
for Colombian airlines servicing the United States; launching an international public-relations
campaign to further isolate Samper; and refusing to accept the credentials of Samper's next choice
for ambassador to Washington. However, although Samper acknowledged that Washington could
easily impose harsh sanctions, he pointed out that, in doing so, the US also has much to lose. "Air
traffic agreements are bilateral," said Samper. "If the US blocks Avianca or Aces [Colombian
airlines] from landing in the US, the logical response, which is also internationally accepted, would
be for Colombia to reply in kind to US airlines that land in Colombia."
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Analyst Cepeda and other prominent Colombians say that a national dialogue is necessary so that
the current political polarization does not lead to more violence. "The crisis has not begun....What
we have seen is hardly the beginning," said Cepeda. Meanwhile, on June 13, Samper announced
new measures by which he hopes to overcome the present crisis. Samper proposed efforts to build
a consensus on issues such as an examination of the deterioration in human rights, ways to extricate
the country from the control of drug traffickers, and a campaign against corruption. However,
leaders of the Partido Conservador said the party would oppose the administration and said under
no circumstances would it participate in a "cabinet of national unity" suggested by the president.
Nevertheless, the party position was not a unified one. Several Conservador deputies voted to
exonerate Samper and said they would support the president's effort to form a "national unity"
government. Party leaders called the motives of those supporting Samper self-serving. "The division
within the party is deep," said party president Jaime Arias. "But behind it all is the appetite for
political appointments." Samper also said that he would present several constitutional reforms to
Congress to ensure the administration's governability and he called on the Congress to support the
proposals.
One measure would legalize seizure of assets that were acquired by or that finance activities related
to drug trafficking, subversion, extorsion, or kidnapping. Another would increase penalties for
organized crime and for money laundering, while still another would reform legislation governing
campaign financing to make it more difficult for drug interests to corrupt politicians.
"This is one of the most critical moments the country has faced in recent times," Samper said. "The
nation is deeply polarized....I hold my hand out to all of Colombia and ask for a truce in our hatreds.
I view no Colombian as my enemy." But Samper also warned his domestic adversaries that he
would not tolerate "support for civil rebellion," referring to the calls for strikes, civil disobedience,
and other protest measures that have been circulating. (Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur, Notimex,
06/13/96; New York Times, 06/08/96, 06/14/96; The Washington Post, Miami Herald, 06/14/96;
Agence France-Presse, 06/11/96, 06/13/96, 06/14/96, 06/16/96, 06/17/96; Reuter, 06/11/96, 06/13/96,
06/19/96, 06/20/96; Spanish news service EFE, 06/12/96, 06/13/96, 06/20/96)
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